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LIVELIHOOD STRATEGIES AND ENTREPRENEURS’ ACHIEVEMENTS: 





School of Government 






The objectives for this study are to discover the livelihood strategies of rural women entrepreneurs to 
ensure continued success of their businesses and to analyze the relationship between their achievement 
and their livelihood strategies. The method adopted for this study is qualitative research. A set of semi-
structured questions was prepared for this purpose. Ten respondents among economically successful 
participants who engaged with a loan scheme that provides essential equipments for various products 
proposed by the potential borrowers offered by KEDA (Kedah Development Authority) were interviewed. 
Even though in theories, respondents who have gone through two entrepreneurship trainings should be 
able to manage her business successfully,, however, in reality not all participants are successful. The 
findings show that to succeed the respondents have to have systematic livelihood strategies, well calculated 
risk and several back-up plans. The respondents also have to have systematic daily routines to properly 
manage both their households and businesses. A good marketing system for their products is also essential 
to ensure continued success of their businesses. Based on previous experience of most respondents, there 
is a strong relationship between livelihood strategies and their business achievements. Systematic 
livelihood strategies contribute to systematic business management. In addition, the study discovers that 
strict business management system and close monitoring of business situation help prevent accumulations 
of long term business problems and ensure long term respectable business achievement. 
 





“Malaysian women are highly important contributors to the country’s economic and 
social development. Their access to health and education and their participation in 




As noted above, the rapid growth of Malaysian economy has created more employment opportunities for 
women. These opportunities include formal and informal employment and also self-employment. A few 
studies have discovered that there is a strong relationship between participation of women in economic 
activities and increased in household incomes (Kalthum, 2009). This article is based on a study carried-out 
in several villages in Kedah. The respondents are selected from Kedah Development Authority (KEDA). For 
this study, 10 respondents are chosen based on their economic performances, five are considered as 
successful in their economic activities and the other five is not considered as successful. The definition of 
both successful and not successful will be discussed later in this article. 
 
The article starts with discussion on issues related to economic and social changes caused by development 
programmes and the impacts of these changes on the villagers. This article further discusses issues and 
challenges faced by most rural women in their effort to participate in economic opportunities available due 
to various development programmes offered by various development agencies. Lastly this article analyzes 
livelihood strategies adopted by successful rural women in their economic activities and analyzes reasons 
for some rural women unable to adapt with new lifestyles 
 
 
Overview on Socio-Economic Development In Rural Malaysia 
 
Early stage of regional development planning in Malaysia focuses on regional disparities existing amongst 
the states and ethnic groups. The Malaysian government has planned and implemented various 
development programmes to reduce regional and ethnic disparities and to reduce poverty. The 
developments approach is emphasized on to increase incomes of rural households and to promote 
economic growth of the state and country. The focus is more on rural poverty than urban poverty since rural 
poverty was more significant than urban poverty (Salih, 1975). 
 
Malaysia’s development policies and plans consist of the New Economic Policy (NEP) implemented from 
1971 to 1990, followed by the National Development Policy (NDP) from 1991 until 2000 and the National 
Vision Policy (NVP) from 2001 until 2010. Next are the Five-year Malaysia Plans formulated to meet the 
objectives of NEP, NDP and NVP. There are Five-Year Malaysia Plans, formulated every five years since 
1965. Besides the policies and Five-Year Plans there are various development programmes introduced in 
the five-year plans and implemented at local and federal level to promote economic and social growth, to 
alleviate poverty and to achieve the objectives of the NEP, NDP and NVP. 
 
The literature suggests that Malaysia has started providing basic urban infrastructure such as roads, 
schools and health clinics to the rural areas since after independence and these have been upgraded from 
time to time. This means that Malaysia’s government has started to focus on social development of the rural 
population at the early stage of its development initiatives. This also means that the later part of 
development period (after 1990s) the development approach is not to provide basic infrastructure and 
facilities (roads, electricity, piped water and telephone lines) in rural areas, but provide various types of 
facilities and services to increase economic and social development in rural areas. Thompson (2003), 
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mentions that most of rural areas in Malaysia are supplied with basic urban infrastructure and facilities; rural 
areas as extension of urban spaces. The facilities are at the same time to promote growth in rural areas 
through provision of jobs to the local people and hence will increase their standard of living. It should also 
promote assimilation of rural dwellers into urban environment, inducing urban economic opportunities and 
attracting agro and resource-based industrial development (Mohd. Nor, 1992).  
 
The next major rural development effort was to expand industrial and manufacturing activities to the less 
developed regions. This means that the government was shifting some of the rural areas’ dependency on 
agricultural sector to manufacturing sector through diversification of economic activities in the less 
developed regions (Golam Hassan, 2004).  It was hoped that the industrial and manufacturing sector would 
increase job opportunities and income levels, and hence would lower the poverty and unemployment rates 
of the less developed regions which had a high percentage of their population in rural areas. 
 
Entrepreneurship is encouraged by the Malaysian Government, especially among the Malays. In this case, 
entrepreneurship in rural areas includes small businesses such as food and fruit stalls, motorcycle or 
bicycle repair worshops, tailoring shops, gift shops and fish/seafood stalls and selling at weekly markets. 
NGOs and government agencies provide credit facilities for this purpose to encourage villagers to involve in 
small scale businesses.  
 
 
Changes in Employment Patten in Rural Malaysia 
 
Current trend demonstrates that most of those living in rural areas do not engage with agricultural related 
economic activities (Thompson, 2003). In the study areas, even though there are skills and professional 
employment opportunities available for the local people, however, since most of them are low educated and 
unskilled or semi-skilled labourers, most of them work as cleaners, sales assistants at shopping centres and 
as cafeteria workers.  A few of them work as clerks and typists. Those who can take advantage of the new 
rural economic pattern venture into small scale businesses, especially in selling raw and cooked food. They 
become tailors and cobblers, open souvenir shops and become dealers and suppliers to restaurants and 
offices. However, those who cannot cope with the new situation may have to face a harder life and have to 
make adjustments to a certain point in order to be able to cope with the new situation.  
 
A study by Kalthum (2009) in eight villages in north Kedah discovers that the number of heads of 
households and second earners who become entrepreneurs has increased significantly (155.6 percent) 
from 1995 to 2005. The This trend is an encouraging phenomenon representing an increase in the number 
of villagers choosing to be self-employed which enables them to have better control of their own work and 
incomes and better able to plan and manage their work independently. In addition, entrepreneurs are able 
to have most of the income generated from their businesses.  
 
World has recognizes that a large number of women play a very important roles in contributing to their 
households’ incomes. In most developing countries, rural women used to work. There are various 
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opportunities for rural women to gain income for their households. Among the opportunities are working in 
agricultural sector, in factories, food production and service industries and so on. Other opportunity is to 
open own businesses such as restaurants, tailoring shops and ladies dress boutiques. Another opportunity 
is to work from home that is to start home based industries such as food catering, making traditional cookies 
and bakery. Every woman has her own reasons for choosing her own mode of income generating activities. 
 
At present the daily working routine of a large number of villagers in Kedah is from 8.00 or 9.00 in the 
morning to 4.00 or 6.00 in the afternoon with Friday and Saturday off. The new jobs demand longer working 
hours and fixed working time. The groups most impacted by fixed working hours are married women. With 
longer working hours, most of the second earners have less time for housework and to spend with their 
children (Seguino, 1995. It seems that the quality of life among the villagers is decreasing as they have to 
work hard, spend a longer time working to earn enough money for the family expenditure and have less 
time for household and recreational activities. This leads them to focus more on monetary benefits rather 
than non-monetary benefits. 
 
 
Women and Entrepreneurship  
 
Women participation rates in entrepreneurship across countries are known to be measured at about two-
thirds that of men in such situation. (Minniti & Arenius, 2003).  Previous researchers have proved that 
females tend to start businesses with less potential for profitability as well as growth compared to men. This 
is because women tend to choose venture into businesses based on their capability (skill and knowledge) 
and availability of resources (human capitals and supporting system). 
 
If we look at Bangladeshi women, statistics done illustrate that the factors which affect women decision 
towards business development are mostly the desire for financial independence in decision making, market 
and informational network availability of a start-up capital, knowledge, skills and experience, and also the 
responsibility towards children (Amzad Hossain, Kamal Naser, Asif Zaman & Rana Nuseibeh, 2009).  
 
From the perspective of diversity, equality and inclusion, entrepreneurship can be viewed as having the 
potential of becoming the mean of economic inclusion for women and other marginalized groups especially 
in cases of low-income in developing countries; they mostly suffer from lack of equal opportunities and 
social exclusion (Pines, Lerner & Schwartz, 2010). 
 
On the other hand, several findings clearly state that the expectation of a business career, combined with 
the traditional responsibility of women for looking after home and/or family is extremely difficult for most 
business women. The traditional female roles are still highly regarded in cases where career women often 
face a conflict because of the qualities that make them acceptable in traditional terms can undermine their 
self confidence and their ability to assert themselves, to assume responsibility and to success in a business 
career. Business women who wish to succeed in their business related activities must expect to a certain 
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degree to lose honour and respect, because at times they will be perceived as practicing a behaviour that is 
neglecting family and being too business minded (Woldie & Adersua, 2004). 
 
For this reason, in the past, the significant contribution of women in sustaining socio-economic wellbeing of 
their families has been neglected and taken for granted by the society as a whole. This has resulted not 
only in gross underestimation of women’s socio-economic contribution to the economy, but also in the 
under-utilisation of women’s tremendous socio-economic potentials. The greatest reward of business 
ownership for women is in gaining control over their own working lives (Woldie & Adersua, 2004). 
 
As this being said, supporting projects and programs that could expand women's economical opportunities 
is considered to be a good development practice that will give away economic gains for women, 
households, and the economy as a whole. Besides that, the promotion of the full participation of women and 
men in economic development and greater understandings of the gender-based constraints to women’s 
participation in economic activities are also key activities of successful cooperation. 
 
 
Brief Overview On Keda 
 
In the case of Kedah, there are two main rural development authorities; Kedah Regional Development 
Authority (KEDA) and Muda Agricultural Development Authority (MADA). KEDA was set-up in 1981 to 
initiate socio-economic development programmes in Kedah. KEDA development area includes District of 
Kubang Pasu, Kota Setar, Padang Terap and a few other districts. The main development objective is to 
promote, provide assistance, manage and control economic and social development in the designated 
areas in Kedah (Universiti Utara Malaysia, 2004). Irrigation facilities for MADA rice fields were built in 1966 
and the irrigation system was fully operated in 1974 (MADA, 2008). The main activity of MADA is to 
promote rice production in Kedah and other economic development activities of MADA are to improve 
production of mango and to provide mango trees, proper equipment and skill training to the interested 
farmers (ibid). Both development authorities are formed to complement each other’s facilities and services 
to promote socio-economic development (Universiti Utara Malaysia, 2004). 
 
KEDA has provided various economic development schemes to enhance economic growth in rural areas in 
agricultural and non-agricultural sectors. It plays important roles in providing skill and knowledge in various 
economic activities including entrepreneurship skills.  
 
 
Loan Scheme for Purchasing Related Equipment 
 
Women entrepreneurship program is one of the entrepreneurship programmes organized by KEDA. This 
program aims at providing entrepreneurship training to women who have skills in producing certain products 
and services that have the potential for commercialization and interested to become entrepreneurs.  
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Women who are interested to join the programme need to hand-in their applications. Those who are 
selected are required to attend two phases of training before being granted the loan. The first training is a 
workshop on introduction to basic entrepreneurship concept and practice. In this workshop each participant 
is trained to produce a business plan and prepare a working paper for the loan application. The participants 
are also been introduced to different types of businesses that deemed to be suitable to them.  The second 
training is workshop on skills enhancement of a specific product that each participant intend to venture.  
After attending the second training, each participant is required to prepare and submit their business 
proposal to KEDA. The proposal will be reviewed and approved by KEDA loan review team. The equipment 
or machines will be distributed to each participant for the execution of the proposed business. The process 













The method adopted for this study is qualitative research. A set of semi-structured questions was prepared 
for this purpose. Ten respondents who were economically successful participants of an economic 
development programme offered by KEDA were interviewed for this study. For this purpose, the 
respondents were chosen among the participants who engaged with a loan scheme that provides essential 
equipments for various products proposed by the potential borrowers.  
 
The definition of successful is based on the economic achievement of each respondent after joining the loan 
scheme offered by KEDA within 5-10 years. The respondents are selected based on their economic 
activities operated at home based level.  Other factors such as their educational background and skills and 
also their former economic activities are also taken into account in measuring their economic achievements. 

































Table 1: Background of Respondents 
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Source: Filed data 





As mentioned earlier, recent trend shows that many women have become entrepreneurs through various 
entrepreneurship development programmes initiated by various development agencies. However, research 
has shown that not many women are able to maintain and to expand their businesses in the long run.  
 
Choosing to become an entrepreneur is a big decision for a rural woman who has never been involved in 
any business activities before. This is because one of the most required manners of entrepreneurs is the 
fact that they take calculated risks and have to have a good faith on the decision, well prepared and ensure 
to have physical and emotional supports from their family members.  
 
Not many rural women entrepreneurs able to maintain and to expand their businesses in the long run. 
Failure and inability to maintain or to expand their businesses are due to various factors such as lack of 
proper business strategies, less systematic marketing system and so on. Among the important contributions 
to the success and failure of a business strategies are livelihood strategies (Malecki, 2006). To ensure a 
continued success of her business a rural women entrepreneur need to have proper livelihood strategies.  
The success or failure of a household to take advantage of the opportunities depends on its livelihood 
strategies and human and capital resources (Krishna, 2004; Markley & Low, 2012). 
 
In the past, in Malaysian context, while little research has been done investigating element of how livelihood 
strategies might have an influence on the achievement of women in their businesses. This raises some 
research questions of interest, since the livelihood strategies of such women may be affecting their 
development process as successful businesswomen. These strategies can also be a set of information to 
guide other women entrepreneurs in dealing with their daily personal and business schedules and also in 












The objectives for this study are: 
 To discover livelihood strategies of rural women entrepreneurs to ensure continued success of their 
businesses. 
 To relate the achievement of rural women entrepreneurship activities with their livelihood strategies 
 
 
The research questions are: 
 
 What are the livelihood strategies adopted by rural women entrepreneurs to ensure continued 
success of their businesses? 






The selection process for the respondents starts with a series of discussions with KEDA Area Manager. The 
manager provides a list of women entrepreneurs who are doing their business from home. From the list, the 
manager suggests more than twenty potential respondent to be interviewed for our study. The list was 
shortlisted by the research team after the potential respondents were contacted to obtain their approvals to 
be interviewed.   
 
The decision was made based on their incomes and their ability to pay the loans. Site visits was done by 
the researchers to the selected respondents. From 17 site visits, 10 respondents were selected. The choice 
was made based on the willingness of the respondents to be interviewed and to share their experience with 
the researchers despite their busy schedule. In addition it is also based on the availability of the 
respondents during the fieldwork schedule. Semi-structured interviews were conducted to retrieve the 





The analysis is based on the semi-structured interviews conducted by the researchers. The analysis starts 
with retrieving information on reasons for the respondents to choose home based business. This followed 
by analyzing the daily routines of the respondents including personal and business routines. The analysis 
also includes discussion on the respondents’ and future planning including their personal/ family future 
planning and their business planning and aspirations. The last parts of the discussion are the overall 
analysis of the findings in relation to their economic achievement. 
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Reasons for choosing home based industries 
 
Among the reasons to choose home based economic activities are as below 
 Able to manage both household and business  
 To reduce childcare problem 
 To take care of teenaged children 
 To take care of elderly parents 
 Reduce commuting 
 Husbands able to help after work 





Discussion on daily routines includes the day to day personal management, family management and 
business management. 
 
 Personal  
 
For this purpose of discussion, personal management includes daily routine of respondent’s physical 
and spiritual management. For physical management, most of the respondents are taking care of their 
health and fitness. Almost all agree that they are taking supplements everyday. Only a few exercise 
everyday and about four of the respondents exercise during weekends. Only five respondents have 
regular check-ups for breath and cervix cancer, while others are reluctant to do so. In terms of personal 
appearance, all respondents agree that they should dress presentably at all occasion. 
 
 Spiritual  
 
All respondents agree that religious practices (ibadah) have become a very important part of their daily 
routine. They pray five times a day and perform other religious obligations. They are glad to be able to 
contribute to the community through donation, zakat and so on. 
 
Most of them attend various Islamic teaching classes organized at surau and masjid levels to enhance 
their Islamic knowledge. Five of them attend tajwid classes to enhance their Al Quran reading 
standard.  
 
 Family  
 
From the interviews most of the respondents admit that after being entrepreneurs, their everyday 
routines have changed significantly even though they are operating their businesses from home. Their 
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everyday routines have to be rescheduled. Currently, much of the household work is managed by the 
female household members especially the wives or mothers. With the changes of daily routine of the 
working female household members, most of the household work needs to be carried out before or 
after their working hours. This means the female household members have to work even more than 
before; they have to wake early in the morning or stay up late at night to prepare food, wash dishes 
and clothes for the household. Even though the routine is very hectic, most of them have tried to adjust 
to the new daily routine.  
 
Most of the respondents do not have fulltime maid to do the housework but eight of them hire 
weekends cleaner to clean the house and iron the family clothes. Most of them prepare their family 
meals most of the time. One respondent cater the meal for lunch and dinner from her neighbour during 
weekdays and prepare the meal on her own during weekends.  
 
 Business  
 
Preparations for cooking and baking are done early in the morning or late at night depending on the 
needs and suitability of the preparation time. Before leaving the workspace, all equipments and 
apparatus need to be arranged in proper order, ready to be used for the next day. All respondents 
ensure that they plan and write down thing to do the next day at the end of business day. They also do 
the balance sheet everyday. They take control of the cash-flow and do stock checking everyday 
 
Those respondents who employed workers, they ensure that the workers work according to their work 





All respondents have short term and long term planning for their business development. They are well-
prepared to overcome any short falls in their businesses. They also have several plans to succeed in their 





All respondents have several plans for children education. They invest in educational insurance and 
educational fund.  They have long term planning to acquire land, houses and also shop lots. These 







Future Aspirations  
 
Most of the respondents have their future aspirations. For this purpose, the aspirations are discussed in two 




At present, their businesses have become as main source of income for the respondents’ households. 
Therefore, the future aspirations of all the respondents are to maintain and to expand their businesses. 
Most of the respondents hope that their children to take over their businesses in future when they 





In terms of personal aspirations, all the respondents hope to have long lasting personal and family 
happiness. For those who have not performed Hajj in Mecca, they are making monthly saving for this 
purpose. Another important aspiration is to ensure that their children are successful in their studies. 
Most of their children in primary and high schools are sent to tuition classes to ensure their children’s 
performance is at an acceptable level. 
 
 
How have the livelihood strategies influence the achievement of rural women entrepreneurs 
businesses? 
 
From the discussion with the respondents, the important criteria to ensure the success of their businesses 
are to have systematic business and household management system, to have good family support and 
good business marketing system. The respondents have prior entrepreneurship training before executing 
their businesses. Some of them had gone through several failures in their businesses. They agreed that 
livelihood strategies have a strong influence in determining the success and failure of a business.  
 
Therefore, this study concludes that systematic livelihood strategies contribute to systematic business 
management. Strict business management system and close monitoring of business situation prevent 





Entrepreneurs in general are the inventors of new products and services, who therefore also create and/or 
provide job opportunities to the society in general and eventually support the development of the economy 
in the country. Entrepreneurs in rural areas create jobs for themselves to fulfill the needs to increase their 
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family economic standings. For this study respondents are chosen among successful entrepreneurs who 
have gone through two entrepreneurship trainings. In theory those who have gone through these training 
should be able to have successful businesses. However, in reality not all participants are successful. The 
findings show that to succeed the respondents have to have systematic livelihood strategies, well calculated 
risk and several back-up plans. The respondents also have to have systematic daily routines to properly 
manage both their households and businesses. a good marketing system for their products is also essential 
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